Networks, resources and risk among women who use drugs.
The public health tradition of intervening at the environmental level has not been fully exploited in terms of HIV prevention efforts among drug users. Women who use drugs are at particularly high risk of acquiring HIV and other blood borne and sexually transmitted infections, such as hepatitis B (HBV) and hepatitis C (HCV), and could potentially benefit from environmental level interventions. In a review of the existing literature, we examine the extent to which the linkages among multiple causal levels may contribute to the disease transmission risk experienced by women who use drugs. The multiple causal levels of risk potentially involved in the transmission dynamics of infectious pathogens include biological, behavioral, dyadic relationship, network, and structural levels. Biological and behavioral risk factors have already been examined in depth; yet, little empirical research currently exists for other causal levels. Increasingly, investigators suggest that the character and dynamics of relationships with sex partners may be an important determinant of risk, both for engaging in risk behaviors and for doing so with high-risk partners. The influence of higher-order causal level factors, specifically network and structural factors, are the least well documented, but are posited to be a principal underlying cause of the current differential HIV incidence rates between men and women who use drugs. Future research should focus on these higher-order causal levels, in order to better understand disease transmission dynamics; to better evaluate the limitations, as well as the opportunities, of current intervention efforts; to develop interventions that improve and supplement current HIV prevention efforts among women who use drugs; and to inform public policy debate.